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All characters depicted in this work of fiction are 18 years of age or older.

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each reader. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please visit your favorite eBook retailer to purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
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It's strange to be home—actually home, not just sneaking in for a fleeting weekend or a holiday break—now that he's finished his first full year of college. The last thing Austin Bautista expected to feel was relief at moving back into his room. He still hates his parents' enormous mansion with all the same passion as always. But there is something about being back in his own space for more than a couple days that soothes and calms him, far more than he could've anticipated.

He has more privacy here, especially with how busy his parents are. No noisy dorm, no roommate, no R.A., no check-in desk. He can just wander down to the kitchen for a snack if familiar anxieties keep him up in the middle of the night, instead of being faced with an empty midnight campus and a cafeteria that won't open until morning.

The only downside to finally getting home, is that he hasn't seen Liam Scott. The man's been traveling for work. And considering how much Liam hates being gone when they could otherwise finally spend time together, Austin's not enough of a brat to guilt him over it. They'll be able to make up for lost time soon enough.

At least Liam's back in town as of last night. Austin couldn't invite himself over, because Crystal drove in yesterday too, but he still feels steadier than he has all semester. Liam is close. Even better, Liam will be attending the big Fourth of July gala that Reuben and Abigail Bautista are throwing today.

Hell, Liam could already be here, though Austin doesn't count it likely. Guests have started to arrive, and Crystal's been glued to Austin's side since mid-morning.

It's the most normal things have felt between Austin and Crystal in months. The longer he spends deflecting his best friend's suspicions and hiding the details of his romantic activities—exerting constant and exhausting effort to conceal the unforgivable fact that he's sleeping with her dad—the more strained their interactions grow. Crystal is still his best friend. He's not sure what he would do without her, and he loves how easily she's managed to wedge him in alongside her new social circle, now that they're attending the same university. He loves her, like the sister he never had, and it kills him to keep lying to her every time she hints at questions about who he's dating.

And that's the problem, really. She knows he's dating someone. Despite his denials, understanding flickers in her eyes every time her gaze catches on the leather collar at the base of his throat. There's no mistaking the meaning in her eyes—Why won't you tell me who he is?—even if she's given up on asking the question aloud.

"You've never actually dated one person before," she pressed him, the last time she tried to get through Austin's defenses. "Who is this guy? He obviously matters to you. Why can't I meet him?"

Austin deflected, as he's grown accustomed to doing. There's not just one guy. It isn't like that. You wouldn't want to meet any of my partners anyway, we've got nothing in common outside the bedroom.

So many blatant falsehoods, and there's no way she believes any of them.

It's a testament to the deep foundations of their friendship, that she hasn't given up on him already. And Austin lets himself enjoy her company, as more and more strangers and vague acquaintances make it past security to join the celebration. He sets aside the ever-present stress of dishonesty and just lets himself be grateful that Crystal is here at all.

Unlike Austin, Crystal Scott has set up her whole life in their new city. Partly because she never did like the place they grew up. Partly because she can't bear to be away from Meg, her girlfriend and—Austin strongly suspects—soon-to-be fiancé. She's got an apartment, a job, a whole life that will be waiting to expand and take her new places once she graduates. Austin is honestly surprised she made the drive alone this weekend, holiday celebration or not. She barely made it home for Christmas last year, and she doesn't give a shit about the Fourth of July.

Something tells Austin she's here solely because of him. Because she knew he would struggle if he had to attend this stupid party alone. And the gratitude that swells in his chest just makes him feel that much guiltier for all the things he's lying about.

Austin was always going to move back in with his parents this summer. Not because he couldn't afford an apartment off-campus—it would be tight, would probably have required a summer job, but he could do it—but because he's not going to waste a single moment he could be spending with Liam Scott.

"This way," Crystal says, jarring Austin out of his spiraling thoughts with a tug, her arm looped through his. The detour steers them down a hall that leads to the backyard, with its stone pavilion and sprawling gardens and serving staff darting about with silver trays. But more importantly, it dodges the cluster of reporters and photographers that Austin was too distracted to notice. Plenty of other guests are posing for those cameras in their finery and their perfect hair. If Austin can get away with avoiding any photo ops today, he'll consider it a miracle.
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